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A Teacher's Study of
Sight Vocabulary
Dr. Kim D. Katz

alphabetically or by each word's order of
frequency of occurrence in printed materials.
Some sight word lists were arranged by
combinations of the three.
A word list which would let a teacher
know that a partciular group of words would
be very difficult or very easy for most children
to learn would be a very valuable tool for
deciding which words to include in a reading
lesson, for determining how many words to
include in a lesson and for deciding how much
time to allot to the lesson. This is also true of
knowing if a hi•g her frequency word is also a
very easy or a very hard word for children to
learn.
Knowing that some sight words are more
difficult for boys to learn than for girls, or vice
versa, would also aid teachers in planning for
reading instruction.
The purpose of this study was to develop
a list of words for both second and third
graders with an indication of the learning
difficulty for each word and then to correlate
the learning difficulty for each word with its
frequency of occurrence in children's reading
materials.
The 111 subjects were chosen from the
second and third grade classrooms at Henry
Ford Elementary School in Hazel Park,
Michigan. At-test was used to determine the
equality of the two subject groups. The results
indicated that the two groups were
statistically equal.
The study began with the selection of the
Harris-Jacobson Core Third Reader List as the
sight word list to be used for the pretesting.
This list was chosen because of its extensive
use by teachers in the United States and in the
Hazel Park School District. The 883 words on

We often see research oriented articles
appearing in professional journals offering
new theories or augmenting our knowledge
of reading processes. Unfortunately, many of
these articles are either too difficult to read
or offer little to the practitioner. As a
classroom teacher working on an advanced
degree, this writer decided to focus his
research on a topic that would have practical
value for teachers.
Looking back at many years of teaching
at the primary level, he found that young
children, to develop into mature, fluent
readers, needed a supply of words at their
disposal which they could recognize quickly
without taking the time to apply word
recognition strategies. Th-ese words,
commonly referred to as sight words or sight
vocabulary provide a base from which young
children can develop other word recognition
strategies and sentence comprehension.
A thorough search of the literature
uncovered many books and articles
containing methods for teaching word
recognition skills and many lists of sight
words. Some of the lists were arranged by
grade level, others were arranged
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3. The subject repeats the word.
4. The teacher uses the word in a sentence.
5. The subject generates a sentence with the
help of the teacher, if necessary.
6. The subject repeats the word.

the list were printed on cards and arranged in
a random order.
These flashcards were used to test each
subject's ability to recognize each word on
the list. An accurate verbal identification of
the word on the flashcard within three
seconds of the flashcard's presentation was
considered a correct response. Each subject
was tested on no more than 150 words per
sitting. Incorrectly identified words were
marked on a printed sheet by the two
examiners.
The second grade subjects were tested
first. When the testing was completed, the
number of incorrect responses for each of the
883 words was tabulated and the percent of
subjects incorrectly identifying each word
was calculated. Sixteen of the least
recognized words from the pretesting were
chosen for the second grade list.
The third grade subjects were tested
while the second grade subjects were being
taught the 16 words on their list. The same
procedure as used for the second grade
subjects was used to tabulate the incorrect
responses and the percent of subjects
incorrectly identifying each word. Fifteen of
the least recognized words were chosen for
the third grade list. The third grade subjects
were then taught the 15 words on their list.
The subjects were taught the words on
their respective lists using a trials-to-criterion
design. The design consisted of five trials as
follows:

Trial 3
1. The subject looks at the word presented on
a flashcard.
2. The teacher says the word while directing
the subject's attention to the flashcard.
3. The subject repeats the word.
4. The subject writes the word on paper
looking at the flashcard, if necessary.
5. The subject repeats the word.
Trial 4
1. The subject looks at the word presented on
the flashcard.
2. The teacher says the word while directing
the subject's attention to the flashcard.
3. The subject repeats the word.
4. The subject picks the word from a group of
three dissimilar words. (This is done
without looking at the flashcard. If the
subject cannot pick the correct word, the
flashcard is presented again.)
5. The subject writes the word on paper,
looking at the flashcard, if necessary.
6. The subject repeats the word.
Trial 5
1. The subject looks at the word presented on
a flashcard.
2. The teacher says the word while directing
the subject's attention to the flashcard.
3. The subject repeats the word.
4. The subject picks the word from a group of
three similar words. (This again, is done
without looking at the flashcard. If the
subject cannot pick the correct word, the
flashcard is presented again.)
5. The subject writes the word on paper.
6. The subject repeats the word.

Trial 1
1. The subject looks at the word presented on
a flashcard.
2. The teacher says the word while directing
the subject's attention to the word's
written representation on the flashcard.
3. The subject repeats the word two times.
4. The subject spells the word from the
flashcard.
5. The subject spells the word without the aid
of the flashcard--teacher helps if
necessary.
6. The subject repeats the word again two
times, with the teacher, while looking at
the word on the flashcard.

The dissimilar words used for Trial 4 were
chosen from the Harris-Jacobson Core Third
Reader List and consisted of words with
spelling patterns that were not the same as
the target word. For example, the target
word "immediate" was printed on a card
with "medicine" and "difference." A subject
carrying out the task in step four would be
asked to pick the word "immediate" from the
three words appearing on the card.

Trial 2
1. The subject looks at the word presented on
the flashcard.
2. The teacher says the word while directing
the subject's attention to the flashcord.
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The similar words were also chosen from
the Ha'rris-Jacobson Core Third Reader List.
These words had the same letter or letters at
the beginning or at the end as the target
word. For example, the target word
"declare" was printed on a card with
"decide" and "deal." A subject carrying out
the task in step four would be asked to pick
the "declare" from the three words
appearing on the card.
The three second grade teachers at
Henry Ford Elementary taught the words to
both subject groups. The procedure was to
introduce and teach each of the words on the
list to one subject at a time using Trial 1. Five
words per session were presented until all of
the words had been introduced. For the
second grade, six words were included in the
third session. The next session, session four,
began with a flashcard test of all of the words
on the list. Any words not correctly
recognized within three seconds were taught
using the procedure outlined in Trial 2. Each
session thereafter, as in session four, began
with a test of all of the words on the list and
then the unrecognized words were taught
using the next trial procedure. When the
session using Trial 5 had been completed and
some words were still unrecognized, the
procedure continued by returning to Trial 1.

The teaching continued until the criterion
was met, either all of the words on the list
were recognized, each within the three
second flashcard presentation, or 20 trials
had been used.
When the criterion was met for each
subject, the number of trials needed to reach
the criterion for each word was totaled. An
average number of trials for each word was
computed. The average for each was used as
the index of difficulty (See Table 1 and Table
2).
The 16 words from the second grade list
and the 15 words from the third grade list
were arranged according to difficulty using
the average number of trials as the index of
difficulty. The two lists were also arranged in
the order of their frequency of occurrence in
children's printed reading materials. The
third grade supplement from The American
Heritage Word Frequency Book (Carroll,
et al., 1971) was used to determine the
frequency of occurrence for each word (See
Table 3 and Table 4).
The frequency of occurrence was then
correlated with the index of difficulty for each
word on both the second and third grade lists.
A statistically significant correlation was
found for both the second and the third grade
lists. The correlation coefficient of -.5559 for

TABLE 1
Second Grade List of Least Recognized Words in Order of Difficulty
with the Total Number of Trials and the Average Number of Trials
Needed to Reach the Criterion

Words in Order
of Difficulty
anxious
exact
immediate
familiar
mention
patient
accident
fierce
detective
impatient
hurrah
although
majesty
quarrel
balcony
ma'am

Total Number
of Trials

Average Number
of Trials

267
232
225
177
166
164
154
134
130
129
127
126
114
111
103
99

4.05
3.52
3.41
2.68
2.52
2.48
2.33
2.03
1.97
1.95
1.92
1.91
1.73
1.68
1.56
1.50

Note: The average number of trials is rounded to the nearest hundredth.
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TABLE 2
Third Grade List of Least Recognized Words in Order of Difficulty
with the Total Number of Trials and the Average Number of Trials
Needed to Reach the Criterion
Words in Order
of Difficulty

Total Number
of Trials

Average Number
of Trials

143
132
117
107
100
91
87
78
77
76
67
62
59
56
51

3.18
2.93
2.60
2.38
2.22
2.02
1.93
1.73
1.71
1.69
1.49
1.38
1.31
1.24
1.13

anxious
immediate
exact
attention
precious
patient
familiar
impatient
balcony
although
ma'am
declare
quarrel
bead
buckskin

Note: The average number of trials is rounded to the nearest hundredth.

the second grade list was significant to the
.013 level. The correlation coefficient of
-.6357 was obtained for the third grade list
with a significance level of .005.
A comparison was made of the number of
trials needed to reach the criterion for each
word for the boys and the girls in each subject
group. The second grade boys needed .2
fewer trials than the girls to learn the 16
words to criterion. The third grade boys
needed .1 fewer trials than the girls to learn
the 15 words to criterion.
The results of the study have practical
value for classroom teachers. The pretesting
produced two lists which represent the sight
words from the Harris-Jacobson Core Third
Reader List which are known and unknown at
the beginning and at the end of third grade.
Each word is presented with the percent of
children from each subject group recognizing
the word. Primary level teachers of students
with characteristics similar to those of the
subject groups can use these lists as a
reference for determining the sight words
which have been learned and which need to
be learned by second and third graders.
Teachers should find the five trials to be
successful one-to-one teaching tools. Each of
the trials had a basic format of requiring the
child to focus attention on the visual
representation of the target word while
hearing the spoken representation of the

word. Trials 1, 2 and 3 also included having
the child say the word, orally spell the word,
orally put the word into sentence context and
write the word. Trials 4 and 5 reinforced the
basic VAK (visual-auditory-kinesthetic)
approach presented in the first three trials
while requiring the subject to visually
discriminate the word from a group of three
dissimilar and three similar words,
respectively. On the average, the VAK
approach in the first three trials was sufficient
for the children to learn most of the words to
the criterion. None of the children, including
those referred to as ''slow'' or ''be/ ow grade
/eve/" in reading needed 20 trials to learn all
of the words to criterion.
The trials can be used as a group or singly
to teach a particular group of words. It has
been shown that the trials are effective with
children considered "below grade level" in
reading, and it is suspected that they will be
effective for children with learning
difficulties. The trials should also be effective
for small group instruction, although this was
not determined as a part of the study.
The results of the correlation of the
frequency of occurrence and the difficulty for
both the second and third grade lists show a
statistically significant correlation for both
lists. This means that words found to be most
difficult to learn should also appear less
frequently in children's reading materials.
10

TABLE 3
Rank Order List of Least Recognized
Second Grade Words and Frequency Per Million
Word

I

'

although
familiar
exact
accident
fierce
patient
mention
anxious
detective
immediate
quarrel
balcony
impatient
ma'am
hurrah
majesty

Rank
Order

Frequency
Per Million

520
1193
1926
2402
2799
3464
3898
4017
5060
5136
5660
6967
7294
7392
10827
17116

172.42
70.333
40.034
30.030
24.540
18.040
15.065
14.452
10.182
9.9162
8.4326
5.9721
5.5495
5.4272
2.6634
1.0212

TABLE 4
Rank Order List of Least Recognized
Third Grade Words and Frequency Per Million
Word
although
attention
familiar
exact
precious
patient
anxious
immediate
quarrel
balcony
impatient
ma'am
declare
buckskin
bead

1

I
':' •

Rank
Order

Frequency
Per Million

520
1007
1193
1926
2913
3464
4017
5136
5660
6927
7294
7392
8312
9798
11642

172.42
86.237
70.333
40.034
23.251
18.040
14.452
9.9162
8.4326
5.9721
5.5495
5.4272
4.3958
3.2339
2.3231

Contrary to earlier studies, this study
found that the second and third grade boys
learned their respective words needing
slightly fewer trials than did the second and
third grade girls. Perhaps having male
teachers in the primary grades can help to
equalize the achievement levels between the
boys and the girls.

These results, of course, apply only to the
second and third grade lists and a similar
correlation should not be assumed for the
remainder of the Harris-Jacobson Core Third
Reader List or for other sight word lists.
The arrangement of the,second and third
grade lists by order of difficulty can provide
teachers with a means for determining the
amount of time that will be needed to teach
these words. The lists can also be useful for
predicting the difficulty children might have
in learning ·the words.

(continued on page 16)
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Finally, reading teachers and clinicians
may be able to make direct use of typing tests.
As I mentioned above, it would be wise to
have more research in this area before
putting all kinds of typing tests into practice.
But the evidence presented here indicates
that typing tests can be used to test the
comparative readability of passages.
And although I have no empirical
evidence, I cannot help thinking that using
typing with certain kinds of poor readers
might benefit them. Specifically, it might help
those who have a letter-by-letter or word-byword manner of moving through prose. Once
such people have a modicum of typing skill, it
is possible that the stress on looking ahead
and predicting in order to type faster would
help them move beyond fixating on each
letter or each word in what they read.
Therefore, additional research into such
processing strategies and readability tests
promises to lead to refined knowledge about
aspects of the reading process, of materials
used to teach and foster good reading habits,
and of means to test readability.

Furthermore, it is possible that one of the
ways that a text alerts readers which shemata
to activate in order to comprehend it is
through what is brought to mind by the
information that appears as given
information in sentences. This might be
particularly true early in texts. If this is true, it
is possible that good comprehenders more
quickly and easily process the given
information at certain points in a text to
decide which possible schemata to call to the
forefront of consciousness for consideration
as the informing ones for that particular text.
With such possibilities in mind, reading
teachers and clinicians might wish to examine
the texts that they now use to teach reading
and to stimulate students to read better and
more widely. They might find that they are
asking students to read some materials that
actually frustrate the given-new strategy
without any good reason for doing so.

A Teacher's Study of
Sight Vocabulary
(continued from page 11)
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